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Secrets to Taking the ACT and SAT

by Hathy Wittt

ne thing is certain when
students sit down to take their

" college entrance exam—the
test will ferret out what you know and,
perhaps more importantly, what you
don't. And there is no way to fudge the
knowledge.

“The SAT and ACT tests are written by
people who have made it their life’s work
to find out what the test taker knows,”
says Aaron Hirst, ACT test prep instruc-
tor at NKU Community Connections, the
outreach center at Northern Kentucky
University in Highland Heights.

Not taking their education seriously
enough to score near the top of the class
or better is, according to IHirst, the num-
ber-one mistake students make in taking
the SAT and ACT.

Says Hirst: “If students are truly
studying a college prep curriculum, then
scoring well on the ACT/SAT shouldn't
be a problem. Just ask the top 10 percent
of any graduating class. They're the
ones who are working their tails off and
heeding the advice of the adults that are
telling them that a solid education pays
off. These students don't let the educa-
tion come to them; they seek it out.

“So, for the vast majority who take the
ACT/SAT, when they see a sample test,
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they recognize the majority of the material,
they just have no mastery of it and there-
fore will struggle with it while taking the
test. Most students wish they had studied
harder when they had the chance, but as
they say, ‘hindsight is 20/20.™

Is it too late then for students to
perform well on these tests? While there
is no substitute for actually knowing the
material, Hirst says students can try a prep
course for review of content, buy several
sets of tests and work them, and solicit the
help of their teachers.

Before taking either test, students
should learn the section directions. You'll
then go into the test already understanding
the expectations.

When sitting down to the test, time
management is one of the student’s most
important tools,

“Sometimes easy questions can be
found in a flash, but more than likely you
won't know an easy question from a hard
one until you go about answering it,” notes
Hirst.

His test-taking tip? Read the passages
and make notes as you go. Point out sig-
nificant things. For example, if a passage
describes a person’s life from childhood to
old age, you'd want to mark the transitions
so when answering questions regarding a

particular point in time you can easily
get back to that spot in the passage.

“You shouldn’t spend too much time
taking notes but underlining, highlight-
ing, and annotating passages is a good
idea,” he says. “The more you practice—
that is, buying some books with practice
tests and doing them—the better you'll
be at notating your passages.”

Lack of good time management is the
number-one mistake that Ellen Shapira
sees students make. Shapira is a career
and educational counselor at the Jewish
Family & Vocational Service. This Louis-
ville-based organization offers compre-
hensive career/educational assessment
and counseling programs for students
and their families to help them make
decisions regarding college selection.

Shapira cautions students that
timing factors are involved with not
only the actual test process, but in the
scheduling of the tests as well.

“During the test situation, some
students rush through too quickly mak-
ing careless errors, and others work too
slowly and are not able to finish many
sections of the tests.

“In regard to scheduling, students
sometimes start taking the tests too
early—during their sophomore year, for
instance—and then ‘burn out” of the
testing process by the summer before
their senior year, which is the time when
they should be making their peak scores.

“Other students are too late (wait-
ing until their senior year) to start the
testing process when it is too late to get
in two different test administrations.
Waiting too late also impacts their abil-
ity to apply for early admissions to some
schools and also apply to some scholar-
ships programs.”

A word of caution when taking either
test: don’t fall into the trap of “over
thinking” questions.

“The tests are not trying to trick you,”
says Hirst, “Simply answer the question
that was asked without bringing in un-
substantiated information or opinions.”

Finally: practice, practice, practice.
Practicing can help reduce student
anxiety about taking tests. And taking
the SAT and ACT more than once can
improve your score. &
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C areer and Educational Counselor Ellen Shapira at the Jewish  can be compensated by a good high school record and many col-
Family & Vocational Service offers three general tips: leges and universities accept students with not sa good scores.”
; However, students should remember that high SAT or ACT
Students should try to take either the SAT or ACT atleast  goreg rarel y compensate for poor grades as grades are still the

» twice and maybe at most three times between spring of best determinant of college success.
junior year and fall of senior year. Students should check out the :
dates for these tests well in advance to avoid scheduling conflicts. More tlpS :
Students who take either the SAT or ACT more than three e Answer easy questions first. They usually precede mare dif-
times are likely to see their scores go down. ficult ones.

e Spend only seconds on the easiest questions. On the hardest

There are different strategies for taking the SAT and )
; ones, spend no more than one to two minutes,

s the ACT. Says Shapira: “The SAT scoring system
works against you for ‘guessing.” In other words, if you guess o Learn the section directions in advance of taking the test.
incorrectly, points are subtracted from your total score so you
want to use a strategy of guessing rather carefully.”

The ACT does not penalize for guessing. If you are running
out of time, a good strategy fo finish may be to randomly fill
in the blanks with the chance you may get a few right.

a You can write in the test book: eross out wrong answers; do
scratch work.

» Avoid stray marks on the answer sheet. A machine scores
your test and can’t distinguish between a correct answer and a
careless doodle.

Students seem to have fears that they will “flunk”

o the SAT or ACT and this will keep them from being
admitted to college. “High scores are hyped for admission to
the most selective colleges, while in reality most colleges and
universities accept more average scores. Even very low scores e Always keep track of the time; bring a watch to the test center. |

» Mark only one answer per question.

e Keep checking that you are placing your answer in the correct
section and number on the answer sheet.
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